W ith the arrogance expected of a governing class born to power, the British government has tried to buy off academic opposition to Brexit by showering institutions with cash. But this straightforward manoeuvre -dropping an extra £2 billion (US$2.5 billion) into the nation's science budget to quieten criticism and shore up a weak political position -shouldn't fool anyone.
But the government's 23 November budget statement demonstrated that it is the first of these three positions that has been making the running.
British scientists wouldn't be the first to be asked to accept such a trade-off, and they won't be the last. If the past is any guide, I expect the new Republican Congress and the administration of Donald Trump in the United States to offer cash to major agencies such as the National Institutes of Health, even if they pursue strongly anti-science agendas regarding public health and the environment.
The £2 billion promised annually to UK scientists by 2020 is subject to an extensive reform of British research funding, which would subjugate the research councils and abolish the royal charters of individual universities. This, according to the mandarins at the Treasury -the same ones whose dominance of public policy has steadily stripped Britain of a coherent approach to science, technology and industry since the Second World War -is now the way forward. It might be the way forward for the Conservative Party. But it is a poor prognosis for UK science, which has until now been the main beneficiary of the emerging European Research Area, drawing the most talented students and staff from all over Europe, winning the lion's share of grants from the European Research Council and, according to figures released last month by the European University Association, coordinating 20% of projects for the Horizon 2020 research programme.
It is true that some British universities will always remain strong international players, but there's a rueful atmosphere on many campuses as we head into 2017. The University of Cambridge told the Commons education committee last month that it expects EU student intake to collapse by two-thirds after Brexit. That is only the half of it: the mood in science departments is universally grim. It isn't just EU-born students, postdocs and staff who are unsettled: countless spouses and offspring feel dejected and unwanted in the United Kingdom, too.
The challenge for the scientific community is to keep searching for a route that will keep Britain very much in Europe, where it belongs, and forestall its drift towards becoming some kind of mid-Atlantic Singapore.
The political opportunities look narrow right now. But the loose coalition of dissenters, doubters and right-wing jackals who voted to leave Europe can still be broken up. Chances aplenty will arise as soon as May starts to negotiate a deal that is sure to anger or disappoint many of these voters. The scientific community may be close to despair right now. But it must not take this rout lying down. WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
